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Experienced Teachers’ Perspectives on Cultural and
Social Class Diversity: Which Differences Matter?
Andrea C. Allard and Ninetta Santoro
Deakin University
This article reports on a pilot study that investigated the beliefs, values, and pedagogies of experienced
high school teachers who worked with student populations of non-English speaking and economically
disadvantaged immigrants or refugees in Australia. Qualitative research methods, including focus
groups and in-depth individual interviews with teachers, produced data that were examined using
Critical Discourse Analysis. Close reading of the teachers’ comments suggests that there are a
number of key discourses that teachers use to make sense of differences among culturally diverse and
economically disadvantaged groups of students. Specifically, teachers distinguish between cultural
groups on the basis of students’ life experiences prior to arrival in Australia; students’ collective
and individual educational experiences; and the different social class positioning of students within
the same ethnic group. In their comments, teachers at times categorised students in generalised
and stereotypical ways but also were able to critique and reflect on their personal assumptions. An
analysis of the teachers’ reflections provides insights into how they made sense of “diversity” and how,
as teachers, they try to work productively with ethnically diverse and economically disadvantaged
students.
Some Afghani kids . . . have been raised in a [refugee] camp and have learnt to just speak their
language. They can’t read it or write it and then they’re thrust into Australia and the whole way of
life in our society. And they’re told to sit in the classroom, go for 50 minute periods and learn. You
can almost hear them, “How can I learn? What are you talking about? I don’t know what to do with
this pen and a ruler—draw a margin? Why would I want to rule a margin?” . . . Education is not up
there in their hierarchy or list of priorities. It’s about surviving.
The above observation is made by Daniel, an Australian high school teacher. Daniel was one of
seven experienced teachers who participated in a pilot research project that explored teachers’ un-
derstandings and experiences of working with culturally diverse and economically disadvantaged
students.
Knowing how to teach students whose home language, cultural values, ethnicity, and life
experiences differ significantly from those of the cultural majority has been an ongoing concern
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TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CLASS 201
in Australia for many years. In multicultural Australia, education is viewed as a critical factor in
enabling new migrants and refugees to adjust and settle successfully. As one of the most ethnically
diverse nations in the world, with 23% of the total population born overseas (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2002), Australia continues to rely on immigration to maintain population. While New
Zealand and the United Kingdom contributed the most migrants between 1990–2000, “a large
proportion (40.3%) have come from a wide variety of other source countries, resulting in a great
diversity of small and emerging ethnic communities in Australia” (Australian Human Rights
and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2006, p. 5). This diversity is reflected in the school-age
population. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002), 25% of all Australian school
students come from a language background other than English.
Along with knowing how to teach such diverse cohorts, keeping all students in education to at
least Year 12 is a major goal of Australian schooling systems, motivated in part by the need for a
highly skilled and competent workforce who can participate in and contribute to a global economy.
However, in Australia, like the United States and United Kingdom, a significant proportion of
school-age students, whose ethnicity, language, and social class mark them as different from the
dominant culture, continue to fail to achieve educational levels and outcomes that are equivalent
to their peers from the mainstream (Hickling-Hudson & Ahlquist, 2003; Teese & Polesel, 2003).
Increasingly, research studies indicate that this failure to achieve academically is not a result of
these students’ lack of ability but rather due to how curricula, teaching, and assessment practices
can work to marginalise particular groups of students (Delpit, 1995; Gay, 2001).
Teachers’ responsibilities to work effectively with culturally diverse and economically dis-
advantaged students have become central in debates around professional accountability and
standards, as well as through renewed calls for attention to social justice in education. The
expectation that Australian teachers can plan for and work with diverse student populations is
articulated in a number of national and state education policies (e.g., Department of Education,
1997; Ministerial Committee on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 1997,
2000; Victorian Institute of Teaching, 2003). Increasingly, teacher education courses are viewed
as significant arenas for developing requisite knowledge of and expertise in teaching students
who are ethnically, economically, and linguistically different from the dominant cultural group.
While many Australian teacher education programs have incorporated a multicultural focus,
the extent to which preservice teacher education students understand and adopt multicultural
pedagogies and curricula is debatable. Research indicates “one factor that makes the task of
influencing attitudes about diversity difficult is the tenacity with which preservice teachers cling
to prior knowledge and beliefs about other people” (Causey, Thomas, & Armento, 2000, p. 33).
Some researchers (e.g., Britzman, 2003; McWilliams, 1994) argue that to help preservice
teachers explore and understand how cultural and socioeconomic differences inform and are
informed by educational experiences, a way forward is to begin with an examination of their
personal constructs of identity—in other words, to begin by reflecting on how their own ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and linguistic practices have shaped their sense of self. Such an approach
seeks to “trouble” (Lather, 1991) taken-for-granted assumptions concerning identity formation
and to disrupt the concept of “self” as unified, constant, and fixed.
As teacher-educators working in a university context where the majority of our education
students are middle-class and of Anglo-Australian heritage, we have investigated and instigated
ways to help students understand why they need to know more about diversity. In our curriculum
design and pedagogies, we aim to scaffold our students into understanding how their own gender,
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202 ALLARD AND SANTORO
“ethnic,” and socioeconomic identities have shaped their educational experiences and conversely,
how their educational experiences have shaped who they are. We explore with students how
differences are acknowledged and/or produced through pedagogical relationships (Hattan, Munns,
& Dent, 1996; Malin, 1990) and how such relationships may operate to enhance or limit student
outcomes (Hayes, Mills, Christie, & Lingard, 2006; Lingard, 2006).
Nevertheless, we find that many of those students who come from the mainstream culture
have difficulty understanding why teachers need to develop the skills to use more socially just
pedagogies or culturally inclusive curricula. When asked to reflect on their own backgrounds
and values, for example, students often describe themselves as “just normal” (Santoro & Allard,
2005). For many, being “middle-class” and “Anglo-Australian” are invisible categories of identity
(McIntosh, 1990). Frequently, they fail to see the privilege they have acquired through membership
in these categories. Alternately, they often resort to describing themselves and others as “unique
individuals,” who “freely choose” to be whoever they want to be. Many claim they have achieved
academic success through individual effort and find it hard to see how they are positioned
as members of the privileged group, with unearned social and economic resources at their
disposal.
This focus on the unique individual, while a commonly used discourse, can mask how particular
practices, including those of schooling, discriminate against groups who are not positioned as
part of the “norm” due to their ethnic, language, or cultural differences. Such a myopic focus on
the individual makes the call for social justice for specific groups who are least advantaged by
schooling less persuasive. Patricia Hill Collins (2000) argues that attending only to “individual”
differences:
minimize[s] the significance of differences that are imposed from without—those resulting from
oppression—and tacitly preserve[s] the Enlightenment assumption of a freely choosing, rational
human who is now free to be different . . . Whereas views of individual identity that valorize difference
can benefit those already positioned to enjoy them, such approaches remain less promising for
oppressed groups with readily identifiable biological markers such as race, sex and age. (p. 63)
Viewing everyone as a “unique individual” can mean the collective experiences, including those of
discrimination or oppression, become invisible (Collins, 2000; Young, 1990). When differences,
discursively produced on the basis of ethnicity, gender, and class are not recognised, there is the
risk of missing the critical experiences that do matter and do shape learning experiences.
As teacher-educators, we recognise that by exploring sociocultural categories of difference,
there is the potential for ethnic, cultural, linguistic, or gendered complexities to be reduced to
simplistic and essentialist generalities. Sometimes when we discuss issues of identity differences
in our classes, students’ comments suggest that they understand these as innate to and shared
within a specific group, rather than discursively produced. Too often, such discussions, rather
than enhancing understandings seem to draw on unexamined stereotypes and simplistic general-
isations. How can we help students to understand the notion of “essentialising” and still enable
them to work through their concerns and opinions? While exploring issues of social justice and
diversity with our students, we are continually reminded that we, too, need to interrogate our
own beliefs and values concerning difference and identity. Elsewhere (Santoro & Allard, 2005),
we have discussed how our own flawed assumptions concerning ethnicity impacted on selection
of research participants. Acknowledging the danger of essentializing “difference” does not make
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TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CLASS 203
that danger disappear, however, nor does it help to find better, more informed ways of working
with diversity. Consequently, as another means to develop deeper understandings of identity dif-
ferences and how these intersect with teaching practices, we undertook a pilot study with a small
cohort of teachers who worked in schools where the majority of the student population were not
born in Australia and whose first language was not English.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Understanding diversity within education depends in part on understanding the experiences,
contexts, and discourses available and how teachers and students are positioned and position
themselves within such discourses (Weedon, 1999). The framework that informed the pilot study
and on which this article is based draws from sociocultural theories of identity as negotiated,
multiple, and constantly in the act of becoming (Davies, 2000). Within this theoretical framework,
identity categories, including gender, ethnicity, and social class are understood not as fixed or
innate but rather as fluid, dynamic, changing, and changeable in different contexts and at different
times in people’s lives (Davies, 2000; Reay, 1998, 2001). Nor are each of these categories
understood as discrete dimensions of identity. Rather, they intersect in complex and sometimes
contradictory ways.
Yet, the language used to describe and discuss identity differences can be either highly con-
voluted or simplistic. For example, “diversity” is itself a problematic term for which there is no
commonly agreed upon definition. In its broadest sense, diversity is defined as “different racial
and ethnic groups, cultures, traditions, and belief systems” (Echols & Stader, 2002, p. 1).
While “ethnicity” and “race” are sometimes used interchangeably, for some researchers, they
are quite distinct markers of identity. In Australia, “ethnicity” is a far more commonly used term
than “race.” According to Mason (2000), “The concept of ethnicity entered sociological and
policy discourses partly as a reaction to the perceived inadequacies of race” (p. 93). “Ethnicity”
is seen by some scholars as having fewer essentialist connotations and fewer connections to
the biological determinisms often associated with “race.” In her studies that explore the role
of schooling processes for ethnic minority students, Tsolidis (2001) claims that in Australia,
where “the terms ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ most commonly stand outside black-white relations,
[the] naming of ethnicity as a category of non-belonging takes on a particular significance
that it seems not to have in other places” (p. 13). Identity distinctions on the basis of ethnic
backgrounds, for example, Greek-Australian, Somalian-Australian, Vietnamese-Australian, are
more common than those based on skin colour, as often signified by the term “race.” We have
therefore chosen to use “ethnicity” as a preferred term when discussing this type of identity
category.
However, the term also has a number of confusing connotations. For example, in Australia,
“ethnic” is often used to refer to recent migrants or people of non-Anglo-Celtic heritage. As such,
referring to “ethnicity” becomes a way of defining those who are “other” to the dominant cultural
group. The unexamined assumption here is that “ethnics” are those whose cultural heritage marks
them as “outsiders” and not part of the group who are the “real” Australians, that is, those of
Anglo-Celtic heritage. Thus, when some of our students insist that they are “only Australians,”
the unexamined assumption that underpins this is that because their heritage is British, they do
not need to use a hyphenated descriptor that other (less “real”) Australians use.
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204 ALLARD AND SANTORO
“Social class” and “socioeconomic status” also are contested terms. These now are understood
to go far beyond their traditional connections to Marxist theories founded on economic levels
of social stratification. Rossides (1997), for example, suggests that “class” is now defined by a
combination of factors including: “income, wealth, occupation . . . family stability, and education
of children; occupational prestige . . . consumption, participation in group life; and power variables
such as political attitudes” (p. 15). Recently, a range of scholars have renewed interest in bringing
“social class” back as an analytical tool (e.g., Apple & Whitty, 2000; hooks, 2000; Skeggs, 1997,
2004; Yates, 2000). hooks states that “it is in our interest to face the issue of class, to become
more conscious, to know better so we can know how best to struggle for economic justice” (p. 8).
Skeggs claims that class remains “part of a struggle over access to resources and ways of being”
(2007, p. 7). In Australia, students’ socioeconomic status remains one of the strongest predictors
of educational success and life chances (Connell, 1993; Teese, Batten, & Ainley, 1995; Teese &
Polesel, 2003).
In this article, we specifically focus on teachers’ understandings of diversity with regards to
ethnicity and social class.
METHOD AND CONTEXT OF STUDY
In order to develop better strategies to assist our teacher education students to examine the complex
ways that ethnicity and socioeconomic status intersect and impact on schooling experiences, we
designed a study1 that explored experienced high school teachers’ beliefs about and practices
in working with students from diverse ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. We asked these
teachers to reflect on their personal values, beliefs, and pedagogies. We analysed the teachers’
reflective comments together with our observations of their classrooms in order to consider how
their knowledge concerning students’ identities and collective experiences were used in planning
for and teaching classroom lessons.
The study was located in two secondary schools in the southeastern suburbs of an Australian
capital city. Both Redbrick Secondary College and Grey Hill Secondary College2 had student
populations who were mainly recent immigrants or refugees. Students and/or their families had
come from Europe (Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia), the Middle East (Afghanistan, Iraq), Asia (Vietnam,
China) or the Pacific Islands (Tonga, Samoa). In the words of one teacher participant, “basically
wherever there’s been trouble and turmoil, that’s where our kids come from.”
In this article we draw on interviews with three teachers who worked at Red Brick Secondary
College: Jane, Caterina, and Daniel. Each had experience in teaching students in Year 7 through
Year 123 and each taught in at least two different subject areas. Years in teaching ranged from a
minimum of 7 (Daniel) to a maximum of 23 years (Caterina). Daniel was born overseas in New
Zealand, spent much of his early childhood living in Africa, and immigrated to Australia when
he was nine years old. Caterina is first generation Greek-Australian and is bilingual, while Jane
is a fourth generation Anglo-Australian.
Data for the project were collected in three stages. Stage One involved focus group discussions
in which the teachers from the two separate schools were brought together and asked to describe
their students with particular reference to the educational needs, challenges, and successes of
specific ethnic groups. They also were asked to discuss critical incidents that were representative
of their day-to-day relationships with students.
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TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CLASS 205
During Stage Two of data collection, we, as researchers, visited each of the participants at
their schools in order to conduct in-depth, semi-structured individual interviews and observe
their classroom practices. The interviews covered topics such as the teachers’ own schooling
experiences and their family backgrounds with particular reference to ethnicity and social class.
More detailed descriptions of how they worked with students who were of different ethnic and
class backgrounds from themselves were elicited. During classroom observations we looked for
examples of specific teaching practices that engaged with the students’ differing backgrounds
and experiences. The focus group and individual interviews were audiotaped and transcribed for
analysis.
In Stage Three, on the basis of these data, we developed a series of narratives that represented
the teachers’ positive experiences as well as specific dilemmas of teaching cross culturally or that
reflected the teachers’ values and beliefs concerning diverse groups of students. These narratives
were presented to the teachers and used as the basis for reflection and discussion during a final
focus group.
Critical Discourse Analysis
In our analysis of the data from the focus groups and individual interviews, we identified and
grouped statements around key themes that emerged concerning teachers’ perspectives on how
students’ gender, ethnicity, and social class impacted their schooling experiences. To better iden-
tify and understand how the meaning of relationships between teachers and their students was
constructed and challenged via their use of language, we interrogated the interview and focus
group texts, using methods drawn from Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). While discourse anal-
ysis traditionally examines textual linguistic devices, such as modality, euphemisms, metaphors,
cohesion and passive voice, Critical Discourse Analysis, informed by critical theory, seeks to
question how language operates to construct and convey relationships through such linguistic
devices. Kincheloe and McLaren (2003) state, “Critical researchers have come to understand
that language is not a mirror of society. It is an unstable social practice whose meaning shifts
depending upon the context in which it is used” (pp. 440–441). Gee (1999) suggests that Critical
Discourse Analysis is a means to “assemble situated meanings about what identities and relation-
ships are relevant to the interaction, with their concomitant attitudes, values, ways of feeling, ways
of knowing and believing, as well as ways of acting and interacting” (p. 86). CDA is a process
that enables researchers to explore not only what is said but also what is omitted, skipped over,
or only implied in the text. The silences around subjects, the repetition of images and phrases, or
contradictory statements, together with the declared positions can suggest underlying values and
beliefs and relations of power. Drawing from methods utilised in Critical Discourse Analysis,
specifically from the work of Gee (1999), Janks (1997), Luke (1999), and Fairclough (2003),
we interrogated the data using key questions suggested by CDA theorists including: What are the
discourses (socially accepted ways of thinking and acting) that work to produce this text? What
is the discursive “truth” produced in the text and how does it “construct representations of the
world, social identities and social relationships” (Luke, 1999, p. 170)? We sought “to ‘interrupt’
everyday commonsense” (Luke, 1995, p. 10), that is to question the teachers’, as well as our own,
taken-for-granted understandings in order to become more critically aware of which discourses
concerning ethnicity and social class were called into play in their comments. We also sought to
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206 ALLARD AND SANTORO
examine how these teachers positioned themselves in relation to these discourses. Janks (1997)
notes, “Of the many different discourses available in the society to be drawn from, different
texts privilege different ones. The privileging of discourses works to serve particular interests”
(p. 340). In analysing the teachers’ comments, we aimed to develop deeper insights into whose
purpose was served through making sense of “difference” in specific ways.
Specific questions that unpinned our analysis of the teachers’ “texts” included: How are the
different groups of students constructed in what teachers say about them? Which (if any) differ-
ences matter in the views of these teachers? How are the interests of the diverse students served
by these teachers’ conceptualizations of them? To what extent might the teachers’ expressed
beliefs and values work to enable or limit the students to achieve socially and academically? This
last question was a speculative one that allowed us to think more deeply about how teachers’
perspectives might impact on their work with students from ethnic minorities.
Using the questions above as guides, in the following section we consider how the language
the teachers used to describe their perceptions of different groups of students provides insights
into how they made sense of diversity. We analyse these texts as means to open up a variety of
possible interpretations rather than to argue for a sole, correct “truth.” By reading against the
obvious and thinking about the unspoken and the unnamed “other” that these texts call into play,
we aim to suggest the complexity and ambiguity that such an analysis opens up for consideration.
This ambiguity, whereby multiple meanings are proposed rather than a single answer is endorsed,
is in keeping with postmodern theories from which we draw. We concur with Fairclough’s (2003)
argument that “there is no such thing as a complete and definitive analysis of a text” (p. 14). Our
readings of these texts are situated and subjective. Nevertheless, a critical analysis of the teachers’
comments serves as a means to signal how teachers make sense of difference.
On the basis of close and repeated readings of the data, we identified a number of discourses and
discursive positions that teachers took in relation to their students’ perceived differences. In par-
ticular, here we consider how they distinguished between migrant and refugee; how knowledge
of and access to education was used to compare and valorise some cultural groups’ experi-
ences over others; how teachers contrast these to the “imagined” Australian-born experiences of
schooling; and how they make sense of socioeconomic status within groups that share the same
ethnicity.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
In mainstream discourses, there is a tendency to construct “migrants” in opposition to
“native-born” Australians and to lump all migrants together and to speak as if they all shared
common experiences before coming to Australia. However, in their discussions about groups of
students, the teachers differentiated between groups on the basis of their pre-arrival experiences.
One of the teachers said, “Each particular group has its own idiosyncrasies and the way they
see each other. We talk about migrants generally, but each group [of migrants] is different.”
These teachers made sense of culturally diverse students in terms of their lived experiences
before coming to Australia rather than seeing difference as innate, “natural,” or as ethnically
derived characteristics/stereotypes.
They generalised about particular groups on the basis of how and why they came to be in
Australia and importantly, saw the respective prior experiences as helpful in assessing different
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TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CLASS 207
groups’ educational needs. For example, Caterina distinguishes between students from the former
Yugoslavia and students from Timor or Afghanistan or the Sudan and sets up a binary between
the category of “migrant” and “refugee” in her comments. She says:
We are talking now about the former Yugoslavians where they basically don’t refer to themselves as
refugees. Theirs is a choice to come to Australia. They were refugees from the former Yugoslavia
to Germany, but thereafter they are now migrants and they choose not to sort of have that title as
refugees. Whereas, the other kids from Timor and Afghanistan and the Sudanese will say that “We
are refugees,” but this lot basically said, “No, we’re migrants.”
Researcher: Why do you think that is?
Caterina: I think that they’ve already made that transition. “We’ve fled from our country, and we
made it somewhere, but now it’s our choice to come somewhere else, and we’re choosing, we’re not
basically fleeing”—so I think there’s a distinction there. Maybe a stigma attached. Maybe a desire
to have or a desire to say that they’ve had some control, to reassert some sort of . . . I often find with
the parents too, in interviews, there’s that powerlessness that you see in the parents that maybe the
kids are trying to work against, to reassert on behalf of the family . . . You know [among the parents]
you’ll find doctors and lawyers and their qualifications will not be acknowledged here in Australia so
they’re left as cleaners and taxi drivers and whatever else they can so they sort of need to get some
sort of a grip on themselves and their family.
Caterina’s comments work to construct and endorse specific differences between the students
categorised as “migrants” and those who are classified and/or classify themselves as refugees.
Migrants, in Caterina’s assessment, have control over their lives, have made the choice to come
to Australia, and have already made a transition from being a refugee to becoming a migrant. In
contrast, refugees flee from elsewhere rather than choose to be here; they have little control over
their lives and the parents are viewed by Caterina as powerless. To be seen to be a refugee is to be
stigmatised; to be seen as a migrant is a measure of beginning to belong, of “getting a grip.” By
implication, students viewed as “migrants” may be seen as less needy, more able academically
and socially than those students who are deemed to be refugees. Caterina’s comments concerning
the “stigma” of being a refugee reflect current political and social ideology in Australia, where,
since 2001, the federal government has played on fear of “the other” and in particular, asylum
seekers.4
Certainly, for many refugees fleeing from war zones, the trauma endured is not left behind,
and therefore, many of the students may require additional psychological, social, and economic
support in their new country. However, it is perhaps too simplistic to assume that students and their
families who have “chosen” to migrate have no such needs and that refugees have no “choice”
of where they end up. Particular groups of parents may assert a more equal relationship in their
dealings with teachers—especially since, as Caterina notes, many do possess credentials from
their home country, although these qualifications are not always recognised in Australia.
In describing the differences between her students, then, Caterina does not take up a position
in the common discourse of “Australian-born” versus “migrant” but rather distinguishes among
the many groups who are not born in Australia on the basis of their experiences prior to arrival
in Australia. In doing so, she provides a more nuanced reading concerning recent arrivals on
the basis of her experiences with the students and their families. This richer knowledge of prior
experiences might work to help her engage the various groups more meaningfully, rather than
assume that all her students’ migration stories are the same.
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208 ALLARD AND SANTORO
However, at times, trying to understand differences between migrant groups’ experiences
also produced some problematic generalisations. This is highlighted in the following exchange
between Caterina and Jane.
Caterina: With the students from Eastern Europe, as opposed to other students from the Horn of
Africa, for example, the Eastern European students catch on a lot faster.
Jane: But that’s because they have had an educated background to begin with.
Caterina: And also a lot of them have gone to Germany and spent a year or two there in the
educational system over there.
Some experiences, according to the teachers, position some cultural groups as able to perform
more capably once they arrive in Australia. It is important to note that Caterina does not make
sense of the Eastern European migrant students on the basis of them being inherently more capable
than those students from the Horn of Africa. Difference now becomes explained by focussing
on students’ prior experiences of “Westernised” education systems, that is, according to the two
teachers, the European migrants appeared to “catch on a lot faster” because of their educated
backgrounds plus the time spent in the German education system. The Horn of Africa students,
according to Caterina, lacked experience of education per se and therefore, the expertise to “fit”
easily into and “catch on” to work in school. Certainly, students’ prior experiences, including
lack of schooling do impact on their learning. Such distinctions between the two groups may be
useful in helping Jane and Caterina assess the different starting points of the two groups and to
cater to their differing needs accordingly.
However, it is possible to hear the teachers’ comments as indicative of a subtle hierarchy
of students that underpins their descriptions. Students from Eastern Europe, because of their
Westernised educational experiences, are more like the Australian mainstream, that is, “us.” They
stand in contrast to “them,” that is, the African students, whose religions, physical appearance,
dress, and languages mark them as very different from the Eastern Europeans and, indeed, to
Caterina and Jane. What may be missed or negated in these sorts of assessments, however, are
the very wide variety of life experiences that the Horn of African students (Sudanese, Somalian,
Ethiopian) bring with them to the classroom. Important to note is that in the language of these
teachers (and in mainstream discourses), these three groups are homogenised into a collective
that is referred to here as the “Horn of Africa students.” Yet, linguistically and culturally, each of
these three groups has distinctive values and knowledge that are not necessarily common to the
other groups. How such diversity might be recognised, valued, or tapped into in a Westernised
schooling system is missed completely in the comments of the teachers, in part, because of how
“difference” is constituted and understood in these comments.
Several teachers, when asked to discuss how they thought students’ cultural differences im-
pacted on their learning spoke in terms of what the students did not know—and here they did
position the students in relation to their Australian-born peers. For example, in Daniel’s comments
that begin this article, what makes Afghani kids “different” according to his observations are (a)
being raised in a refugee camp; (b) only speaking—not reading or writing—their first language;
and (c) not reading or writing English, in contrast to “Australian kids” who (by implication) can
speak, read, and write English fluently. Indirectly, he compared “Afghani kids”’ lack of knowl-
edge about schooling protocols with what “Australian” kids know about expected behaviours. In
generalising about the experiences of the two cohorts, he constructs them as distinctly different.
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Daniel categorises the Afghani kids as “lost” due to their lack of familiarity with Westernised
schooling procedure, for example, using pen, rulers, margins, and sitting still for 50-minute
periods. His phrase, “thrust into Australia” to encapsulate the refugee experience, suggests
the suddenness and unpredictability of arriving in a strange land, which again he contrasts,
by implication to the seemingly predictable or stable experiences of Australian-born students.
He also suggests that there is a contrast between the two different groups in overall educational
goals, that is, Australian students see education as a “high priority,” whereas the Afghani students’
priorities are focussed simply on “survival.”
Reading against this text, however, it is possible to argue that the protocols of contemporary
schooling, while they may be known to Australian-born students, do not necessarily serve all
of them well, particularly those who are economically disadvantaged (Teese et al., 1995; Teese
& Polesel, 2003). Does it matter then that these students from the Horn of Africa have not yet
been “socialised” into performing as a student? And if it does matter, why are such procedures
important for student learning? Which students benefit from such structures? Which groups are
disadvantaged through them? We do not propose to answer these questions here: only to suggest
that by raising such issues, it may be possible to help in-service and preservice teachers to rethink
why classrooms and teaching are structured in particular ways that may benefit some groups and
may work against others’ participation.
Daniel, in his comments, empathises with the refugee students, and speaks from their imagined
perspectives. He says, “How can I learn? What are you talking about? I don’t know what to do
with this pen and a ruler—draw a margin? Why would I want to rule a margin?” Here, he
“takes up” the voice of a refugee student. Such insights may be useful to develop stronger
teacher-student relationships and more engaging pedagogies. Indeed, such insights may also
enable him to critique what is viewed from the mainstream as “normal” schooling. Believing
that these students are unfamiliar with the taken-for-granted assumptions concerning correct
student behaviour may mean that Daniel takes the time to rethink the use of these routines in his
classroom or teach his students such protocols. Because Daniel knows enough about them and their
experiences, he recognises that these students have different needs from others. He does not ignore
differences.
However, another close reading of this text suggests some of Daniel’s comments are value
judgements that may not serve the students’ interests. His assumption that the goal of all of the
Afghani refugees is to “survive” may mean that Daniel fails to hold or set high expectations for
them. It also suggests that he fails to recognise that within the collective experience of refugees,
there will be different individual experiences regarding practices and goals. It is possible to argue
that his empathy may mean he is less likely to provide them with what has been identified as
a critical factor in teaching in socially just ways, that of intellectually demanding curricula and
pedagogies (Hackman, 2005; Lingard, 2006; Nakata, 2003).
In the focus group discussion, Jane recognised the danger of generalising across an entire
cultural group and the need to understand different experiences within a cohort. She said:
While I might have an Afghani kid who’s had just the most terrible experiences, torture and trauma
and seen shocking things and had a highly disrupted education—it might be true for one Afghani kid.
But there are others. They might have been educated at home by this fantastic uncle who was really
clever and educated himself, and the kids really haven’t missed a beat, you know. So it always has to
come down to knowing those individuals in your classroom and what their life story is.
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Here, she challenges Daniel’s stereotyped view that all Afghani refugees have little education.
She recognises how a student’s life experiences might be understood, not only from a cultural,
collective perspective but also with regard to their individual skills. Her comments appear to both
endorse and resist mainstream discourses of the “unique individual.”
Class/Status Differences within an Ethnic Group
Another way that these teachers made sense of differences within an ethnic group was in terms
of social class distinctions that the students themselves named—sometimes to the surprise of
the teachers. An example of this was offered by Jane when she said: “I’ve had Bosnian kids
turn around and say to me about another Bosnian kid, “Don’t worry about him. He’s from a
village. He was raising goats.”’ The distinction that the student makes between city and village
life may be interpreted in a number of ways: as an indicator of socioeconomic differences, as
suggestive of different life experiences, or as signalling status differentials. Any or all of these
may be important factors that teachers need to account for in developing sound understandings
of students’ prior experiences. Despite the advice from the student (“Don’t worry about him—he
was raising goats”), class distinctions made by students concerning their peers needed to be
worked with and sometimes worked through by the teachers.
Within the focus group, the teachers also were able to tell stories about their incorrect assump-
tions of “sameness” within a particular ethnic group. For example, Daniel said:
I had two Sudanese girls and one day they were arguing amongst themselves, and I said, “What’s
going on?” I said, “You two should be friends.” And one of them said, “No, she’s from . . . she’s from
the lower class. I’m from a different class.” And I’m thinking, “Wow, okay.” Anyway, eventually we
worked it out, and they became friends, but they saw this difference in class amongst themselves as
well. “She’s from the village . . . I’m not. I’m from the city.” That sort of thing.
Daniel’s reflection demonstrates how this interaction with his students forced him to consider
how the girls themselves constructed social relations on the basis of socioeconomic status rather
than shared ethnicity. Daniel’s assumption was that the two girls “should be” friends because
they shared a common ethnicity. Since both girls’ families arrived as refugees, both families quite
possibly now also share the same economic—if not the same social—status. However, for at least
one of the girls, socioeconomic status was an important difference and a major aspect of how they
related to each other, despite their current common experiences of schooling in Australia. Daniel’s
comments reflected a taken-for-granted assumption: that ethnicity is the identity category through
which all other differences are mediated.
Perhaps Daniel’s assumption concerning which “difference” (i.e., ethnicity rather than social
class) mattered was because, to him, the Sudanese girls’ appeared physically alike and this
similarity in terms of skin colour was what distinguished them from Anglo-Australian students.
By “seeing” the physical similarities as marks of shared ethnicity, Daniel perhaps missed the
subtle ways in which class and ethnic identities intersect. While teachers at Redbrick High School
generally spoke about their students’ identities as complex and multi-faceted, the above examples
highlight how even experienced teachers missed ways that identity categories of ethnicity and
class were played out within the “same” cultural group.
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IMPLICATIONS
The discussion of the data presented here highlights some of the complex and sophisticated
knowledge developed by these teachers through their interactions with culturally diverse groups
of students. We have presented their comments and our analysis of their comments, not
as “answers” to how to make sense of diversity and socially-just pedagogies but rather as insights
into how experienced teachers reflect on and try to work with differences to help their students
learn. We see this as important for a number of reasons.
First, as noted earlier, policy and credentialing authorities in Australia require that teachers are
able to plan for and work with culturally and economically diverse students. We suggest that in
order to do so, it is critically important for teachers to have both the skills and opportunity to reflect
on their understandings of and teaching practices for diversity. They need to do so collaboratively,
deeply, and in an ongoing manner as part of their continuing professional development. Regular
and deliberative reflections on what is working and what is not with which groups of students
will ensure that teachers continually review and upgrade their professional repertoire of skills
when working with students from diverse cultural and economic backgrounds.
Good teachers continually interrogate their own assumptions about students in order to improve
their teaching. Hackman (2005) states:
Ongoing self-reflection also reminds educators that there is always more to consider, and helps to
keep their minds open to other possibilities. Teachers can reflect on such questions as: Where did I
get this information? Why do I think this? Do I know this for sure or is it merely an old idea mistaken
for fact? (p. 107)
However, teacher education students are often unable to identify or value how teachers question
their knowledge base and restructure their practices to cater better for cultural and socioeconomic
differences among their students. One reason for this may be that reflective processes are so
second-nature for many experienced teachers that they do not always share them explicitly with
their student teachers. When practicing teachers reflect explicitly on their knowledge, assump-
tions, and practices, as did the teachers who participated in this study, preservice teachers can gain
insight into how “difference” can be viewed not as a deficit but as a rich source for developing
deeper understanding about students’ lives and the teaching and learning strategies that engage
them.
With such explicit examples of teachers sharing their knowledge, challenging each other’s
assumptions, reflecting on their own mistakes, we believe that preservice teachers can bet-
ter understand that there is never an answer, or a right way of teaching diverse groups of
students but rather an ongoing commitment to making a difference. The teachers who partic-
ipated in this study saw themselves as learners, challenged each other to think more deeply
about the assumptions they made regarding students’ cultural and classed identities, and were
willing to be open about their mistakes. When teachers work together to raise troubling ques-
tions and challenge each other’s beliefs concerning cultural and class stereotypes, they demon-
strate their willingness to take risks and learn from each other. This can only be good for their
students.
Additionally, highlighting the taken-for-granted beliefs, the contradictions and the assumptions
that appear in teachers’ conversations, through the use of Critical Discourse Analysis, helps to
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illustrate how very complex and convoluted notions of “diversity” can be. A critical analysis of
their dialogue shows how teachers, even teachers who are experienced in working with highly
diverse groups of students, can at times, essentialize ethnicity and assume cultural differences are
the same across all members of a broad ethnic group. Through a close reading of the comments,
it is possible to identify which discourses around differences (e.g., cultural or socioeconomic)
or sameness (e.g., migrant or refugee experiences) are being privileged and to consider whether
the discursive practices that follow will enhance or limit students’ learning. Opening these
questions for examination works to demonstrate the complexity of the work that teachers do
around differences and identity and serves as means to deepen preservice teachers’ knowledge
of how to examine their own assumptions.
For our own work as teacher educators, findings from this study speak to the ongoing need to
provide preservice teachers with ample opportunities to: (a) reflect on their own assumptions and
beliefs concerning the lived experiences of students who arrive as migrants or as refugees; (b) test
their assumptions about which pedagogical approaches work for which students; and (c) adapt,
reshape, and retry teaching strategies in light of their analyses. To help them to move beyond
merely knowing about cultural or socioeconomic differences and how these might intersect and
to become adept at working productively with differences remain ongoing challenges for us as
researchers and teacher educators.
Finally, we are reminded that as teacher educators we, too, along with the participating
teachers and our teacher-education students, are learners. By engaging in conversations with
experienced classroom teachers, observing their classroom practices, practicing our own skills of
critical discourse analysis, and re-examining our own knowledge and assumptions, this project
has helped us to gain deeper insights into the complex and changing dynamics that make up
notions of “diversity.”
NOTES
1. This study, “Quality Teaching for Difference: Investigating Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices in Culturally
Diverse Classrooms,” explored how experienced teachers understand gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic
class in relation to the students with whom they work. Seven teachers who self-identified as “experienced
in working in diverse contexts,” volunteered to be part of this project. The project was funded through a
Deakin University, Faculty of Education Quality Learning Research Priority Grant in 2004.
2. Pseudonyms have been used for both schools and for all teachers.
3. In Victoria, Australia, the high school is generally organised into Years 7–12 and often referred to as a
Secondary College.
4. For example, in 2001, in the midst of a federal election, a group of refugees from the Middle East was
picked up off the coast of Australia by the Norwegian freighter, “The Tampa,” when the boat they were in
began to sink. As a signatory of the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees, Australia was legally obliged to
respond to their request for asylum by investigating and processing their claims. However, the then Prime
Minister, John Howard, refused to let them be landed on Australian soil, insisting, “We will decide who
comes to this country and the circumstances in which they come” (Gordon, 2001, p. 1). This was one of
many instances, post 9/11, wherein refugees and asylum seekers, particularly those from the Middle East
were demonised by the federal government and in the popular media. During this time, refugees were
continually referred to as “illegal aliens” and were locked up in detention centres, some located deep in the
South Australian desert, for years at a time. A significant portion of the Australian electorate approved of
this. (See for example, Shanahan & Saunders, 2001).
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